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The only previous book-length biographical treatment of Wiener is the dual 
account, John von Neumann and Norbert Wiener: From Mathematics to the 
Technologies of Life and Death by Steve J. Heims [1982]. In his HM review of 
that book, Garrett Birkhoff described it as “a depressing disservice to the history 
of science” [1983,246] mainly because he found it “discolored throughout by the 
author’s intrusion of political bias and psychoanalytic interpretation” [1983, 2431. 
What Birkhoff found most deplorable was the portrayal of von Neumann as a gray 
eminence behind the technologies of death, in contrast to an admiring view of 
Wiener. In his review, Birkhoff favorably cited “Pesi Masani’s authoritative sur- 
vey of Wiener’s life and work” [1983,243] and has it as published by Birkhauser 
in 1981. This appears to have been an earlier version of the book under review 
here and not actually published at the time. 
Wiener was perhaps the first prominent mathematician in the United States to 
write an autobiography, indeed in two volumes, Ex-Prodigy: My Childhood and 
Youth [1953] and Z Am a Mathematician [1956], and this in a time in American 
culture when revelatory biographies of public figures, let alone scientists, were 
not so common as today. Some of Wiener’s colleagues may have taken them as 
another example of what Birkhoff refers to as “Wiener’s insatiable thirst for 
recognition, which was the subject of many jokes” [ 1983,244], but the autobiogra- 
phies were popular and are still in print. Thus, it is appropriate that Masani’s 
biography complements them rather than tries to take their place. It largely also 
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complements Heims’s biography which contains more about Wiener’s travels, 
meetings, and relationships with other scientists. Masani does, however, disagree 
with Heims’s evaluation of Wiener; for example, he maintains that von Neumann 
and Wiener were not at such opposite mathematical poles as Heims has them. 
Masani, who was a student at Harvard in the 1940s and later worked with 
Wiener, edited the four-volume Norbert Wiener: Collected Works with Commen- 
taries [Wiener 1976-19851. The commentaries, by Masani and many others, are a 
rich resource that has been drawn upon in this biography. The strength of the 
biography lies in its twofold approach. On the one hand, the descriptions of 
Wiener’s mathematical contributions are typically gems of technical exposition in 
their lucidity and attractiveness. Their main purpose is to put across the signifi- 
cance of the key ideas, and it is to this end that the historical context of Wiener’s 
work is directed. Masani also aims to give an equally forthright analysis of Wiener’s 
social, religious, ethical, and moral expressions. Though this approach has led in 
some instances to perhaps too neat a picture, it nevertheless demonstrates an 
intent to treat the whole of Wiener’s intellectual life from a uniformly serious and 
critical point of view. The unifying conception is stated on what is usually the 
dedication page: “This book attempts to trace the interaction between mathemati- 
cal genius and history that has led to the conception of a stochastic cosmos” 
(P. 5). 
Wiener’s mathematical genius was reflected in his ability to see mathematics in 
its relation to other sciences. It was not just that he was good at applying mathemat- 
ics to such areas as Brownian motion, communications engineering, networks, 
and statistical physics, but that he evidently thought of mathematics itself in terms 
of such applications, and thus, in effect, applied these fields to pure mathematics. 
Feedback can thus be found operating at many different levels in Wiener’s life and 
work. Though just 2 of the 23 chapters are devoted exclusively to cybernetics, as 
Wiener’s expression of concern for the achievement of homeostasis in biological 
and social organizations and, ultimately, in the whole of human life, it is a pervasive 
theme of Masani’s biography. 
There is only one area where this reviewer thinks Masani may have given 
Wiener an undue amount of scientific credit, and that is in connection with a 
1940 memorandum prepared as part of Wiener’s enthusiastic war efforts to help 
decimate the enemy. It was addressed to his MIT colleague Vannevar Bush, who 
was responsible for organizing national scientific support for the war effort, and it 
described some basic features of the modern computer such as electronic circuitry 
with binary logic and magnetic tape storage. These were mentioned as part of a 
design for a possible device for solving partial differential equations. Wiener’s 
mathematical method involving a “scanning” process for making a PDE amenable 
to fast computerized solution is a significant contribution, but it somewhat detracts 
from this to claim also that his overall description of the computer “shows that in 
engineering vision Wiener had hardly a peer, and could glimpse far into the future” 
(p. 175). Though no computer using these components was in operation at the 
time, such computers had been discussed at meetings and reports at MIT, for one 
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place, for several years before 1940. B. Randell supplies more background in his 
commentary in [Wiener 1976-1985 IV, 135- 1361. Masani gives less weight than 
may be appropriate to what else was taking place with computers at the time, 
though he is aware of these points and quotes the memorandum’s covering letter 
which includes the statement: “I repeat the main contribution which I have here 
to make to the problem of the mechanical solution of partial differential equations 
is the consistent use of the idea of scanning; . . .” [Wiener 1976-1985 IV, 1241. 
Masani regards as immature “noise” certain aspects of Wiener’s behavior which 
occasionally obscured his principal message. But since Masani’s method of filtering 
out the noise involves analyzing it in some detail, the reader can make up his or 
her own mind about the noise/message distinction in Wiener’s iconoclastic views 
on such subjects as “the analogy between entropy and moral evil, the amoral and 
immoral aspects of the American market economy and of American education, 
the pseudoscientific side of econometrics, the pitfalls of atomic diplomacy, the 
incompleteness of the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum mechanics, to men- 
tion a few” (p. 20). For one thing, the reader will learn of aspects of Wiener’s 
relationship to the military that have not been brought out in previous accounts. 
At the conclusion of the chapter on “Wiener’s Excursion into the Religious 
Domain” Masani argues quite plausibly that Wiener was not an atheist. But the 
fact that such a fundamental position has to be made for Wiener, whose own 
scanty writings on the subject are not explicit on this, rather dilutes Masani’s 
conclusion that Wiener has to be ranked “as one of the most incisive theological 
minds of this century” (p. 334). Nevertheless, Wiener’s relevance on issues of 
science and morality still comes across clearly today. 
The MIT Archives contains Wiener’s papers, the bulk of which are his corre- 
spondence files, with nearly 10,000 letters. Masani has quoted from fewer than 20 
after making what he states was only a limited inspection of the chronologically 
arranged letters. Nevertheless, the interesting letters quoted-from correspon- 
dence with the labor union leader Walter Reuther in the 1940s concerning their 
mutual interest in mitigating the possible bad effects of the presumed soon-to- 
come factory automation; the film director Alfred Hitchcock about Wiener’s idea 
for a screenplay; and his close colleague in work on physiology Arturo Rosen- 
blueth, among others-should not mislead the reader into thinking that a great 
deal is missing. Wiener, apart from his early family letters, did not have a long and 
revealing correspondence with someone along the lines of that between Bertrand 
Russell and Phillip Jourdain, for example. This reviewer is presently culling the 
Wiener files for a wider representation of letters than that given by Masani, and it 
is evident that Wiener, in spite of a gift for clear and often witty writing, much 
preferred communicating by direct personal contact rather than by letter-writing. 
The book includes as appendices Wiener’s academic vita (extracted from the 
MIT Archives and Special Collections catalog), a list of his 10 doctoral students, 
a detailed bibliography of his works chronologically arranged and cross-classified 
by subject area, and subject and name indexes. Together with the Collected Works, 
Masani has produced a valuable resource fitting for one of America’s great figures. 
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I 
A vaiuable addition to our knowledge of French institutional history is provided 
by this volume. The title and subtitle indicate its approach exactly, with the 
professional mathematical society (hereafter “SMF”) serving as the center of 
gravity. The first half of the book contains Gispert’s survey, which is enhanced by 
a suite of statistical tables concerning both membership of the SMF (founded in 
1870) and the production of mathematical doctorates in France. Of the succeeding 
essays Zerner’s is the most pertinent: a most enlightening discussion of the mathe- 
maticians centered (often by marriage) around Bertrand and including over the 
generations Duhamel, Appell [l], Hermite, Picard (to whose work on algebraic 
geometry Houzel’s essay is devoted), and Borel. The other principal older figures 
discussed in the book include Chasles (the first President of the SMF), Darboux, 
and Jordan, and of the next generation Poincare (some of whose work on differen- 
tial equations is analyzed by Gilain). 
Then follows a long section of great interest: transcriptions from the Archives 
Nationales of all the reports on doctoral theses written by SMF members over the 
period treated. We see the debuts of virtually all the major (and several minor) 
figures from the succeeding generation, including Hadamard, Painleve, Pad& 
Borel, Baire, Frechet, Fatou, Denjoy, Montel, Levy and Lebesgue. Some of the 
starts were not glittering; for example, in 1879 Darboux and Bonnet found “a bit 
confused” young Poincare’s efforts on differential equations (p. 331). 
At the end Gispert describes an available computer disc containing a substantial 
bibliographical survey of the period, based on the abstracting journal Juhrbuch 
iiber die Fortschritte der Mathematik (launched in1867, not 1873 as is stated on p. 
423). The book itself is not as easy to use as it might be from this point of view; 
